knowing how much the audience dislikes anything it has not seen
before, consider one success as a pattern for future offerings. One
success does not often lead to another in New York, and a playwright
who has written a hit one season, may well have a flop the next,
expecially if he follows the pattern he used for his first play.
The vital and interesting days of the Group Theatre and Orson
Welles' Mercury Theatre are past: the Group Theatre dissolved
after a noteworthy period of struggle; and the fine early talent of
Mr. Welles has been distorted and watered down by his Hollywood
career and his exhibitionistic flare. The Theatre Guild presents too
many revivals, and the new playwrights are cut from a commercial
pattern; only a few producers have real merit, but as Mr. George
Bernard Shaw once said, "The theatre is always at a low ebb."
In all New York the tempo is quick. In the theatre it is breath-
less. Playwrights must continually be "whipping it up" to satisfy
audiences. Chekhov's subtle and slow-moving masterpieces often
prove boring to a New York audience. Although Broadway actors
lack "background", thereby offering only limited types, they begin
their careers early, and often without the hindrance of a dramatic
school training, which, accompanied as it is in England by a clipped
accent, exaggerated vowel sounds and other essays in gentility, is an
advantage. Few Broadway actors have either the physical or vocal
grace for Shakespeare or Rostand, but they are not as the actors
in Shaftesbury Avenue, trying above all to be "gentlemen" and most
are consummately witty in a naturalistic vein.
Americans, when they visit London, may be appalled by certain
aspects of the West End theatre, with its countless musical revivals,
polite comedies and warhorse stars battling in the french-windowed
drawing-rooms to infuse life into their performances by means of
pointing index fingers, flipped handkerchiefs, winks and grimaces.
Yet New York, always hospitable to foreign stars since the days of
Bernhardt, Rejane and Duse, now welcomes English stars as first
favourites.
Cole Porter, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Irving Berlin, Herbert
and Dorothy Fields, and, more recently, Adolph Green and Betty
Comden, are among the chief contributors to the musical comedy
theatre which possesses a brashness and a vigour which is very
winning.